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In the last quarter century considerable research 
has been done in the field of 1inguistics and Black English. 
The knowledge gained from this research has been applied 
by educators to develop more effective ways of teaching 
reading to Black children, especially to those in the lower 
socia-economic l~vel who live in inner cities. The writer, 
who entered the learning disabilities classroom through a 
reading laboratory for inner city Black children, has ob­
served her Black inner city learning disabled pupils 
struggling under the burdens of language differences and 
language deficits in addition to processing weaknesses. 
Several questions have presented themselves: Is 
the language deficiency a r~sult of the child's social, 
economic, and linguistic background? In teaching reading 
to inner city Black children, wha~ has been done to im­
prove teachers' attitudes and methods? '~at additional 
considerations should be made in teaching reading to Black 




Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to review significant 
research of the last five years with regard to: 
1.) The Black inner city child, his strengths, 
his weaknesses, and his language. 
2.) The learning disabled child, his ethnic origin, 
his self-concept, his language deficits. 
3.} Teaching reading to the inner city Black child. 
4.) Teaching reading to the inner city Black 
learning disabled child. 
Scope and Limitations 
The writer of this paper was concerned with the most 
recently published literature in this area of study and 
thus included only literature published in the last five 
years un1ess the materia1 was considered to be particularly 
significan~ to the topic development. The study was further 
limited to the study of the elementary child. 
Definitions 
In this study 'the following definitions were 
accepted or formulated by the writer: 
Readin.g: "A single operation in which four steps 




reaction, and integration--all of which reach back to 
meaning-background_"l 
Dyslexia: "A disorder of children who, despite 
conventional classroom experience, fail to attain the skills 
of reading. The te~ is frequently used when neurological 
dysfunction is suspected as the caus,e of the reading dis­
ability_,,2 
Learning disabilities: (Based on definition pro­
vided by the National Advisory Committee on Handic~pped 
Children, U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, . 
1968.) A learning disability refers to one or more 'signifi ­
cant deficits in essential learning processes requiring 
special educational techniques for its remediation. Chil ­
dren with learning disabilities generally demonstrate a 
discrepancy between expected and actual achievement in one 
or more areas, such as spoken, read or written language, 
mathematic~ and spatial orientation. The learning disability 
referred to is not primarily the result of sensory, motor, 
intellectual, or emotional handicap, or lack of opportunity 
to learn. 3 
Scott, 
s. Gray, On Their Own in Reading (Chicago: 
4
 
IfBlack English: • • a cohesive linguistic system 
which is substantially differen~ from standard American 
English dialects. It is spoken by some, though not all 
Negroes, particularly those of the lower socia-economic 
classeSe,,4 
Dialect: " ••• the speech pattern of a number of 
individuals whose language is simila~ in some significant 
5way.n 
A Standard language: ft ••• (or dialect) is one 
which has achieved official recognition in terms of having 
written grammatical descriptions (especially if they pre­
scribe 'correct' usuage), dictionaries, and printed words 
with complete expositions (not just passages of dialogue) 
6in the	 language. tt 
Inner city: That section of a city, often a decaying 
neighborhood, where the lower socio-economic group remains 
as members of a higher socio-economic group move ~way. 
Earlier literature referred to this area as the "slum" or 
ttghetto." Northern inner cities are undergoing a change as 
4Johanna S. De Stefano, Lan~age, SocietIz and Educa­
~: A Profile of. Black English SWorthington, Ohio: 
Charles A. Jones Publishing Co·., 19_73}, p. 5. 
5Joey Lee Dillard, Black English: Its History and 
Usage in the United States (New York: Random House, 1972), 
p.	 300. 
6Ibid., p. 303. 
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some members of a higher socia-economic group choose to 
remain or even resettle in the area and the general socio~ 
"~ '.economic level of that area improves. 
Summary 
This chapter has served as an introduction to the 
topic of te'aching reading to inner city Black learning dis­
abled children. It has posed several questions and pre­
sented the purpose of this study as well as its scope 
and limitations. The following terms have been defined 
in this chapter: reading, dyslexia, learning disabilities, 
Black English, dialect, a standard language, and inner city. 
. .....:--, ~ . 
CHAPTER II 
THE INNER CITY BLACK CHILD 
A group of Black social scientists recently 
recommended that "schools which accept Black children as 
pupils must be prepared to adapt to life styles, language, 
and modes of learning peculiar to the Black community_"l 
This chapter describes the inner city Black child, his 
supposed and his actual weaknesses, his strengths, and his 
language. It discusses age-grading as a mode of learning 
in the Black community. Finally it reviews some of the dis­
cussions concerning the teaching of Standard English to 
inner city Black children. 
Actual Deprivations 
The inner city Black child is generally classifi~d 
as disadvantaged, that is, his family is at the bottom of 
the American society in terms of income and suffers from 
social and economic discrimination at the hands of the 
majority of the society. His parents or grandparents probably 
~vendel1 Rivers, et aI, "Mosaic of Labels for Black 
Children," in N~cholas Hobbs (ed.) Issues in the Classifica­





2have a rural background. As a result of his impoverished 
environment, he probably has poor health and a low self­
concept. 3 
Supposed Weaknesses 
The literature of the 60's spoke of the "culturally 
disadvantaged;" the "economically disadvantaged;" the 
"socially disadvantaged;" and the "educationally disadvan­
taged,n and there was a tendency to think that all poor 
inner city Black children were disadvantaged in every way, 
that they lived in a negative environment, 'suffered from 
family breakdown, lacked a tradition of literacy, and were 
linguistically handicapped. They were thought to be 
less verbal, and researchers who never lived in their homes 
claimed that there was little verbal interaction between 
children and their mothers. Their language was considered 
substandard, an inferior form of Standard English, which 
limited their concept~al as well as their linguistic develop-
mente Phonological differences were attributed to poor 
auditory discrimination and poor articulation. 4 
2Robert J. Havighurst, "Social Backgrounds: Their Im­
pact on School Children, n in Thomas D. Horn "Reading for 
the Disadvantaged: Problems of Lin isticall Dificient Learners 
(New York: Harcourt, Brace and 'World, Inc., 1970· , p. 19. 
3Nila B. Smith, "Some Basic Factors in Reading Difficul­
ties of the Disadvantaged,!f Reading Improvement 11 (Fall 
1974):3-9. 
45 • A. Cohen and Thelma Cooper, "Seven Fallacies: 
Reading Retardation and the Urban Disadvantaged Beginning 
Reader," Reading Teacher (October 1972):38-45. 
8 
Strengths of the Black Inner City Child 
The basic strength of Black culture should be obvious. 
~o other group in America has survived against as many 
odds or fought as long and consistently to gain access 
to the society. Nor has any other group had to utilize 
so many different strategies in its struggle for equal 
opportunities. 5 
As a result of this struggle the Black inner ~ity 
child has become resourceful. He is able to make decisions 
and to adjust. He is intrinsically motivated by a spirit 
of compe~itiveness and a sense of realism, as well as by 
his pride and dignity in the realization of his rich heri­
6tage and his sense of the aesthetic. 
As observed by Kenneth Johnson, "We need to distinguish 
between economic pover~y and social poverty. The admitted 
existence of economic poverty among Blacks in no way indi­
cates a social impoveri~hment.n1 
One aspect of the Black community which is often 
overlooked by those looking for characteristics of the 
middle class community is that in the Black community all 
SFrank Riessman, The Inner City Child (New York: 
Harper and Row, Publishers, 1976), p. 31. 
6La Mar P. l>liller, "Strengths of the Black Child, II 
Instructor (May 1973):20-21. 
1Kenneth R. Johnson, "Accountability and Educating 
Black Children in Reading and the Language Arts," Language 
Arts (February 1977):145. 
9
 
adults act together in exercising social control over the 
children. n All adults immediately and firmly correct un­
desirable behavior when and wherever it occurs, and report 
such behavior to the pa~nts."8 
As mentioned earlier, it was supposed that Black inner 
city children are lacking in verbal skills, but more recent 
studies have shown that Black inner city children are highly 
verbal. 9 As pointed out by Fries in 1962, the "slum," as 
the inner city was called then, is a stimulating environ.... 
ment i;.n its own way. "Like other environments, it COD­
tains sounds and shapes and it presents obstacles to sur­
mount. In some respects, living in the slum requires a 
sharper intellect than that required to survive in middle­
10class suburbs. 1t The Black inner city child does Dot, 
speak a different dialect and although he may have acquired 
almost the same experiential background as middle class 
children have acquired, he may not have been assimilated 
8Dona1d H. Henderson and A1fanzo G. Washington, 
"Cultural Differences and the Education of Black Children: 
An Alternative J.lodel for Program. Development," Journal 
of Negro Education (Summer 1975):35-37. 
9Thomas Kochman, Rappin l and Sty1in t Out (Champaign, 
Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 1972). 
lOG. C. Fries, Linguistics and Reading (New York: 
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1962), p. 15. 
T- .. '-# .. ' 
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into the mainstream cUlture. ll Speaking a different 
dialect, which at first might appear to be a weakness, 
could be a strength. These children develop the ability 
to understand the dialects of others in their community. 
"This acquisition of receptive control over other people's 
dialects is a'simple matter of survival. n12 
The Black inner city child's strengths may not always 
be measurable in .behavioral terms, but they do exist. An 
alert, understanding teacher will recognize them and thus 
develop appropriate teaching ~trategies. 
The Black Inner City Child's Language 
Currently in America there are Northern urban 
Blacks who speak a variety of ~erican English which is 
perceived to be different from the speech of other Americans. 
It has been termed "Black English t1 or "Negro Non-Standard 
English" or "Negro Dialect." It has no relation to the 
physical or mental characteristics of that group. Social 
factors are more important than racial- or geographic in 
determining dialect patterns. 13 Black English is Ita 
llKenneth R. Johnson, nBlacks" il;1 Thomas D. Horn 
Reading for the Disadvantaged, p. 31. 
l~enneth s. Goodman and Catherine Buck, "Dialect 
Barriers to Reading Composition Revisited,tt Reading 
Teacher (October 1973):8. 
13J • L. Dillard, Black English, p. 230. 
11
 
cohesive linguistic system which is substantially different 
from standard American English dialects.,,14 There is no 
simple way to describe the difference between Black English 
and Standard English. ALmost all the features associated 
with Black English alternate with Standard English in actual 
speech. Sometimes Black English extends the rules of Stan­
dard English, as when the coupla is not just contracted, 
but deleted. Sometimes Black English lacks a feature 
which is present in Standard English, as the third person 
singu1ar -8. Sometimes there 'are elements in Black English 
which Standard English lacks, as the use of be with subtle 
meaning, used in compleX ways.iS 
Intensive studies of some Black dialects have been 
conducted by many linguists, especially Baratz,16 Shuy,17 
14 
Ralph W. Fasold and ltalter A. Wolfram, "Some Lin­
guistic Features of Negro Dialect," in J. S. De Stefano 
Language, Society, and Educ~tion, p. 5. 
iSHerbert Ginsburg, The M h of'the De rived Child: 
Poor Children's Intellect and Education Englewood Cliffs, 
New Jersey; Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1972}. 
16Joan C. Baratz and Roger W. Shuy, eds. Teaching 
Black Children to, Read (Washington, D.C.: Center for 
Applied Linguistics, 1969). 
17Roger W. Shuy, "A Linguistic Background for 
Developing Beginning Reading Materials for Black Children~" 
in J. C. Baratz and R. W. Shuy (eds.) Teaching Black Children 





18 19Labov, and Stewart. All have shown that the non­
standard forms reflect a formally structured linguistic 
system and consequently should not be viewed as abnormal 
deviations from the norms of Standard English. 
20
Phonology 
Phonology, which is more obviously variable than 
any other part of language except perhaps vocab.ulary, is 
less consistent on a nationwide scale than the other features 
of Black Eng1ish, In many places, Black English pro­
nunciation has obviously been influenced by White nOD­
standard dialects. 
Vowels 
Black English vowels, like Southern white dialects, 
have a marked tendency to lengthen. They are of less 
importance than consonant variables ~ince they have little 
impact on inf1ectional rules. However, since they influence 
the production of sets of homonyms, th~y cause considerable 
18William Labov, The Stud of Non-Standard En"lish 
(Washington, D.C.: Center for Applied Linguistics, 
19'villiam A. Stewart, Non-Standard Speech and the 
Teaching of English (Washington, D.C.: Center for Applied 
Linguistics, 1964); James T. Fleming "Promoting Skills 
in Preschool Programs" in Robert C. Ackerman ed. Some 
Persistent. uestions on Be innin~ Readin (Newark,-neraware: 
International Reading Association, 1972 , pp. 13-19. 
20The following sections on phonology and morphology 
summarize the studies of Joan C. Baratz and R. \1. Shuy, 
Teaching Black Children to Read, pp. 122-130, and W. Labov, 
13
 
difficulty in spelling. No distinction is made before 





Before /-r/ and sometimes /-1/ there frequently is no 







The corresponding pair of back vowels before /-r/ are sel­




The diphthongs lay! and lawl are often monophthongized, so 





The diphthong loy/ is often monophthongized, especially 
before /-1/ and sometimes cannot be distinguished from the 
vo'''el I ohl : 
oil all 
boil ball 
"Language Characteristics: Blacks," in T. D. Horn Reading 
for the Disadvantaged, pp. 139-157. For further treatment of 
these topics, see" J. L. Dillard, Black English, pp. 307­
312,. Nettie R. Bartel, et aI, "Language Characteristics of 
Blacl< Children: Implications for Assessment, II Journal of 
School Psychologx (Winter 1973):351-364, .and Donna S. Kleg ­
man, et aI, flBlack English Pronunciation and Spelling Per­




The initial /th/ of the, then, that, those, through, 
there, this, these is pronounced Id/. The final /th/ of 
with, both, birth, mouth, truth, is sometimes pronounced as 





Medial /th/ of mother, brother, other, (always voiced in 
Standard English) is pronounced Iv/. 
Deletions 
Final /r/ is dropped. Usually an obscure centering 

















Final /s/ is dropped: 
Johnts cousin John cousin 
She liorks here She work here 
fifty cents fifty cent 
t,h!~ee birds th.ree bird 
15
 
Simplification of consonant clusters 
Simplification of consonant clusters occurs especially 
in those ending in /-t/, /-d/, I-xl, I-sf, /-2/: 
past pass mend ­ men six sick 
rift riff wind ­ wind box back 










Stress patterns differ. 
The range of vocal pitch is generally greater. 
Certain phonological variables noted above present 
morphologica1 differences in syntactica1 structures: 
Possessive marker 
John's cousin John cousin 
Plural marker 
I have five cents. - I got five cent. 
Past marker 




He runs home. He run home. 
Other syntactical differences between the two 
systems are: 
Linking verb: 
He is going. He -- gain' • 
Subjec~ expression: 
John lives in New York. John he live in New York. 
Verb form: 
I drank the milk. I drunk the milk. 
Verb agreement: 
She has a bicyc1e. She have a bicycle. 
Future	 form: 
I will go home. Ilmd go home. 
Past conditional question: 
I asked if he did it. I asked did he do it. 
~regation: 
I don't have any. I don't got none. 
He didn't go. He aint-t go. 
Indefinite article: 




've have to do it. Us got to do it. 
His book. He book. 
\tlhose book? Who book? 
Preposition: 
He is over at his friend's house.
 
He over ~ his friend house.
 
He teaches at Francis Pool.
 
He teach -Prancis Pool. 
k-statement: 
He is here all the time. - He be here. 
Do Contradiction: 
No, he isn't. - No, he don't. 
Vocabulary 
As in any language, the vocabulary of Black English 
is the least stable element. Its colorful styles often 
-present a communication problem for junior high students 
and. teachers; however, on the elementary level, especially 
in primary reading, vocabulary (apart from phonological and 
morphological variations) seldom presents a problem and, 
therefore, was not included in this study. 
Origin and Development of Black English 
Linguists are continuing to study the origins of 
Black English. Some, like Dillard are developing the theory 
18
 
that Black English is of African origin. 21 Others are 
investigating the possibility that its forms were taken 
from widely scattered areas of the British Isles. 22 The 
subjec~ of origin, although interesting, is irrelevant in 
the teaching of reading except insofar as its knowledge 
will enhance the teacher's perception of its worth or pro­
vide older students with a sense of their linguistic heritage. 
Whatever its origin, as it is today, Black English 
developed and is 
• • • developing as a result of regular social and 
historical factors in the encounter between African 
and European cultures • • • the interaction between 
Blacks and 'Vhites in the South in early American his­
tory • • • survivals from African languages and • • • 
the need for a common language. 23 
Social and Cultural Aspects of Black English 
Black English is not just a linguistic system, it is 
also an expression of Blael" cultur~, "an expression steeped 
. . . 24 
in the tradition of Black ~ communication." An 
21Dil1ard, Black En~lish, pp. 73-138.
 
22Juanita S. Williamson, "Black Speech Linked to
 
Regions, Other Group, ff Iw'Iilwaukee Journal, August 2, 1977'. 
23Riessman, The Inner City Chila, p. 19. 
24H.O'Donnel1, "Black Communicative Styles," ~­
mentary English (November 1974):1092. 
19
 
expression like, nIt bes that way.n means more than nIt is 
that way." It means, "It is that way, always has been, and 
always will be. There is nothing you can do about it so 
you might as well just accept it." It reflects the 
African background and the experiences of Black people_,,25 
Levels of Usage 
Of course, many Blacks speak (and read and write) 
only the Standard English of school. And, many Blacks are 
clearly bidialectical, switching from the vernacular of 
the streets'to the language of school, depending upon the 
situation, and demonstrating great verbal facility. But 
even within Black English there are levels of usage. 
Stewart has coined the term ttacroletn for "the collection 
of linguistic fe~tures of most prestige among a given com­
munity of speakers," and I1basilec"b tt for "the collection of 
linguistic features which has' least pres~ige in a given 
community of speakers. rr26 
. Although current emphasis on cultural diversity and 
legitimate ethnic heritage may influence future linguistic 
developments, in the American Black community, where 
prestige language still involves adaptation toward \Vhite 
25Geneva Smitherman, Talking and Testifying (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company), interviewed on the Today Show, 
August 3, 1977. 
26stewart quoted in Dillard, Black English, p_ 299­
20
 
norms, i. e. Standard English, Black children are the 
principal speakers of basilect. A sentence like, "We 
don't suppose to go" is more nearly basilect than, "'-le 
ain't supposed to go," and is more characteristic of younger 
-
speakers, even though the second sentence would not be called 
Standard English by most teachers. 
Language Acquisition 
The languages of disadvantaged Blacks--Creolized, 
Africanized, and Southernized English--was passed down 
from generation to generation, learned and mastered 
by Black children in the sam~ way that children every­
where learn and master their native tongue. 27 
"Child language" is a term used to describe the 
child's language from the age of about two until five, the 
per10· d 0 · t · L1ngu1s· t befl· 28 · 1·1eveanguage acqU1s1 1on. snow 
that: 
• a young child learns his language, not from his 
parents, but from members of a speech community which 
is alien to the parents. The speech community is the 
general communit~the language of the neighborhood, in 
which the person is living. 29 
Language acquisition from one's peers, or "age-gradingfJ seems 
to be true for all children, but it is believed to be even more 
27Riessman, The Inner City Child, p. 19. 
28Courtney B. Cazden, Child Lan ua~e and Education 
(Ne\"l York: Holt., Rinel1art and lvinston, Inc., 1972 • 
29501 Tax, "Self and Society," in Malcolm P. Douglass, 
ed. Reading in Education: A Broader View (Columbus, Ohio: 
Charles E. Merrill Publishing Co., 1973), p. 51. 
21
 
influential in the case of Black inner city children. 
In the ghetto culture, peer group relations govern the 
social activity including language, of the child to a 
degree far beyond its importance among middle class '\Vhites. ,,30 
A later chapter will consider the educational strategies 
based on the Observation that Black inner city children 
especially learn languages best at play with members of 
their peer group. 
Deficient or Different? 
Within the last fifteen years, the overriding 
controversy relating to Black inner city children's language 
has been described as the Itdeficiency VB. difference issue. t1 
The deficit view held that a deprived environment retarded 
the speech of Black inner city children and this inferior 
speech led to deficient thought, which caused school 
failure. Deutsch, Bereiter, and Englemann31 were among 
those who presented this view in their books describing 
30Dillard, Black English, p. 34. 
31Martin Deutsch, The Disadvantaged Child (New York: 
Basic Books, 1967), Carl Bereiter and Siegfried Engelmann 
Teachin Disadvanta ed Children in the Preschool (Engle­
wood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 19 
22
 
"disadvantaged" children. It is expressed by the latter 
two authors as a deficit, 
l1hat is lacking [in lower-class homes] is the use of 
language to explain, to describe, to instruct, to 
inquire, to hypothesize, to analyze, to compare, to 
deduce, and to test. Furthermore, the speech of 
severely deprived children seems to consist not of 
distinct words, as does the speech of middle-class 
children of the same age, but rather of whole phrases 
or sentences that function like giant words. 32 
Although the compensatory programs based on this 
view seemed to be sympathetic to children1 s needs, later 
researchers observed that the 
Ethnocentric researchers build into their tests and 
techniques, language devices which prove ~hat the 
students are speakers of a low status dialect rather 
than provide information about proficiency of students' 
reading. 33 
The "different" language point of view on the other' 
hand, held by Baratz,34 Shuy,35 Labov,36 and Stewart,37 
32Deutsch, The Disadvantaged Child, p. 34. 
33Yella !vI. 'Goodman and Rucline Sims, "Whose Dialect 
for Beginning Readers?ft Elementary English (September 1974): 
841. 
34Baratz, Teaching Black Children to Read. 
35Shuy, "A Linguistic Background for Developing 
Beginning Reading lvIaterials for Black Children. tt 
36Labov, The Study of Non-Standard English. 
37Stewart, ItNon-Standard Speech and the Teaching of 
English. n 
j .. ~. '~. 
( 
. .. ~.::.: ~ 
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examined the structure of Black English, as described in 
this paper and observed that low income Black children are 
every bit as verbal as middle income children and that their 
language is no more limited and no less rich than that of 
youngsters from more affluent families. 
'Vhat distinguishes low-i~come Black children from other 
children is their bilingualism and their ability to speak 
a complex and colorful dialect. If Black children 
experience difficulty in attaining literacy in Standard 
English, it is because of too much experience rather 
than too little language experience.38 _ 
Research studies that substantiate the linguistic 
difference hypothesis include studies of articulatory 
deviances as that reported by Adler,39 and studies of 
grammatical responses, i.e. present tense, plurals, and 
possessives, as that reported by Marwitt. 40 In both studies, 
the deviances of lower class children were shown to be nor-
sal for their social class peers. 
38David Elkind, "Black English," Instructor (Decem­
ber 1973):26. 
39S01 Adler, "Articulatory-Deviances and Socia1­
Class Membership," Journal of Learning Disabilities (Decem­
ber 1973):650-654. 
40Samue1 J. Marwitt and Karen L. Marwitt, "Grammati­
cal Responses of Negro and Caucasian Second Graders as a 
Function of Standard and Non-Standard English Presentation," 
Journal of Educational Psychology (October 1973):187-191. 
~......~. 
24 
These studies have contributed to an understanding 
of the problems children face in school. As observed by 
Cazden all children acquire language, but many children, 
especially lower class Black children, acquire a dialect 
of English "so different in structural [grammatical] features 
that communication in school, both oral and written, is 
seriously impaired by that fact alone. 1I4l Also, Fries 
noted tllat 
For the lower-class child, particularly boys, the 
speech of the school room may be viewed as effeminate, 
strange, and in general undesirable, so that there re­
sults a conflict between learning to read and maintaining 
one's own identify and culture.42 
In addition to providing a base for decisions about 
current educational practice, the work of these linguists 
represented a shift in perspective and methodology within 
linguistics its~lf. They provided a "description of the 
structure of social and stylistic variation and an explana­
tion of changes in that structure over timeti43 which is pro­
viding the basis for current educational philosophy and 
objectives in teaching children who speak a different dialect. 
41Courtney B. Cazden, liThe Situation: A Neglected 
Source of Social Class Differences in Lan~~age 've Use," 
Journal of Social Issues (January 1970):35-59 
42George C. Fries, ~~pguistics and Readin& (New York: 
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1962j. 
,:"'..





It has been said that the difference between a
 
language and a dialect is that "a language is a dialect
 
44
with an army and a navy.n Linguistic as well as educa­
tiona! decisions are often politically motivated. Although 
there is the general conception that a dialect is basically 
geographical, and it is true that.spatial isolation does 
eventually produce language differences, more relevant to 
the current problems are social dialects rooted in geogr~phic 
isolation but perpetuated through social separation. 45 
Many people have ~ dialect, but it is only when the dialect 
marks an individual as a member of an economically or 
culturally deprived community that it constitutes a 
social or linguistic difficulty. t146
 
A survey of current literature seems to indicate that dialect
 
patterns in the United States are changing. As one would
 
expect, studies show that age correlates witll differences
 
in speech behavior; adults generally use socially stigmatized
 
variants less than teenagers and preadolescents. 47 But there
 
4~ax Weinreich, "General Discussion,n in James F.
 
Kavanaugh and Ignatius G. Mattingly eds. Language by Ear and
 
by Eye (Cambridge, Mass.: The M.I.T. Press, 1972), p. 128.
 
45nolores E. Cross, et al~Teachin in a Multicultural
 
Society, Perspectives and Professional Strategies New York:
 
The Free Press, ~lacmillan Publishing Co., Inc., 1977), p. 86.
 
46'-lilliam Rutherford, "Teaching Reading to Children 
with Dialect Differences" in Figuorol, J. Allen ed Reading Goals 
for the Disadvantaged (Newark, Delaware: International Reading 
Association, 1970), p. 114. 
47\ialter A. Wolfram, A SociolintlUistic Description
 
of Detroit Negro Speecl1., (':"ia~11ington, 'D.C.: Center for
 
Applied L1ngu1st1cs, 1969), p. 215.
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is also overlapping of dialect patterns. 48 In an analysis 
of the Grammatic Closure Subtest of the Illinois Test of 
Psycholinguistic Abilities, White children produced an 
average of nearly five nonstandard English responses. Thus, 
race alone did not predict dialect usage. AI-though each 
had a preference, neither Black nor White children were 
limited to the use of only one dialect. 49 Black children 
seem to respond differently in fo~al testing situations and 
in informal peer group play situations. 50 A simple method 
of observing a pupil's dialectal differences is to ask him 
to repeat a sentence ,that is longer than his memory span. 
The pupil will reconstruct the auditory message in his own 
language, as he remembers it, and respond accordingly.51 
48Roger W. Shuy, "The Sociolinguistic and Urban 
Language Problems" in Language" and Poverty, ed. Frederick 
Williams (Chicago: Markham, 1970). 
49J • Jeffrey Grill and Nettie R. Bartel, "Language 
Bias in Tests: ITPA Grammatic Closure,1I Journal of 
Learning Disabilities (April 1977):229-235. 
50A• L. H. Ramer and N. S. Rees, "Selected Aspects 
of the Development of English Morphology in Black American 
Childre.n of Low Socia-economic Background, tt Journal of 
Speech and Hearing Research (December 1973): 569-577. 
51S01 Adler, "Dialectal Differences and Learning Dis­




Most children who enter school speaking Black English 
are bidialectal, at least ,nth respect to comprehending 
speech.' (This will be discussed to a greater degree in a 
later chapter.) Bidialectalism ,is "the effort to induce 
users of non-Standard English to add st·andard English to 
their repertoire of linguistic skills. n52 It implies 
th'at Black English is inferior, a,r at least that it l'ul1 
not enable a child to progress in school and in society.53 
The Distar program is a~ example of a program designed to 
teach children to sp~ak in terms of structurally well fo~ed 
sentences. 54 
HO\ieVer, 
• • • as Negroes have begun to achieve their freedom, 
they find ways in '\i"hich their own upbring'ing and their 
own ~raditional ways of behaving are more interesting 
to them and have values the lVhite way does not have. 55 
52z.tax H. James, "Leave Their Minds Alone! Comments 
on O'Neil and Sledd," College E*B1ish (ttIay,-:,1973):1152. 
53n. Donlan, ItWhat Research Says about Teaching Standard 
English to Disadvantaged Students," Peabody Journal of 
Education (June 1971):261-268. 
54Engelmann, Siegfried and Elaine C. Bruner, Distar 
Reading I and II: An Instructional System (Chicago: Science 
Research Associates, 1969). 





~Iost children who enter school speaking Black English 
are bidialectal, at least lath respect to comprehending 
speech; (This will be discussed to a greater degree in a 
later chapter.) Bidialectalism .is lithe effort to induce 
users of non-Standard English to add standard English to 
their repertoire of linguistic skills. n52 It implies 
that Black English is inferior, or at least that it ~dl1 
not enable a child to progress in school and in society.53 
The Distar program is a~ example of a program designed to 
teach children to sp~ak in terms of structurally well fo~ed 
sentences. 54 
HO\ieVer, 
• • • as Negroes have begun to achieve their free~om, 
they find ways in li'hich their O'Wll upbringing and their 
own traditional ways of behaving are more interestin~ 
to them and have values the lVhite way does not have.~5 
52z.tax H. James, "Leave Their ltIinds Alone! Comments 
on O'Neil and Sledd," College Eilg1ish (~1ay·-',1973):1152. 
53n• Donlan, "What Research Says about Teaching Standard 
English to Disadvantaged Students," Peabody Journal of 
Education (June 1971):261-268. 
54Engelmann, Siegfried and Elaine C. Bruner, Distar 
Reading I and II: An Instructional System (Chicago: Science 
Research Associates, 1969). 




~Iost children who enter school speaking Black English 
are bidialectal, at least lnth respect to comprehending 
speech; (This will be discussed to a greater degree in a 
later chapter.) Bidialectalism .is "the effort to induce 
users of non-Standard English to add st·andard English to 
their repertoire of linguistic skills. n52 It implies 
that Black English is inferior, O! at least that it ~dl1 
not enable a child to progress in school and in society.53 
The Distar program is a~ example of a program designed to 
teach children to sp~ak in terms of structurally well fo~ed 
sentences. 54 
Ho\vever, 
• • as Negroes have begun to achieve their freedom, 
they find ways in which their own upbringing and their 
own traditional ways of behaving are more interestin; 
to them and have values the \Vhite way does not have.~5 
5.2:Max H. James, "Leave Their Minds Alone! Comments 
on O'Neil and Sledd,tt College En,gli~h (ttlay·-:',.1973):1152. 
53n• Donlan, "What Research Says about Teaching Standard 
English to Disadvantaged Students," Peabody Journal of 
Education (June 1971):261-268. 
54Engelmann, Siegfried and Elaine C. Bruner, Distar 
Reading I and II: An Instructional System (Chicago: Science 
Research Associates, 1969). 




Also, the upward mobility is interpreted as 
the "means of getting and spending more of the wO'rld's 
irreplaceable resources in unnecessary display, and turning 
one's back on family and friends who are unable or unwilling 
to join in that high enterprise. rt56 Further delving into 
the controversy is beyond the scope of this ·paper. A complete 
review of both sides has been published in the Reading 
Teacher. 57 It would seem that educational policies should 
be made in accordance with the desires of the parents and 
the demands of society, i.e., colleges and employers. They 
seem to be divided in -their vi.el"s. In contrast to the views 
expressed above, a recent study made of Detroit parents in­
dicated that the Detroit Black parents from all socio­
economic strata favored the Standard English dialect system 
for their children. 58 On the other hand, a college 
professor wrote that Standard English is dead. 
I simply have to accept, as a given fact, the death of 
the culture in whose last declining years I once l~arned 
563ames Sledd, I1Doublespeak: Dialectology in the 
Service of Big Brattier, n College English (January 1972): 451. 
573 • L. Vacca, "Bidialectism: 
~eading Teacher (April 1975):643. 
Choose Your Side,lI 
S8A• M. Fox, "Standard English 
Clearing House (Decembert 19'72): 206. 
'V"S. the Black Dialect," 
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to feel at home. The Standard English, which I 
learned (and learned to value), has ceased to bind. 59 
Language in a Multi-Cultural Society 
Instead of substituting one dialect for another, 
Strickland advocated "language expansion," the broadening 
of one's language stock. She believes that· the language 
habits of very young children may be altered without the 
need to replace one dialect with another. 60 The issue is 
not only whether a spe~ker is able to use forms that are 
not part of his native dialect. He may not want to. 
Most children are aware, if only half-consciously, 
that the way they speak represents a bond with family 
and friends. Thus, the asymmetrical relationship be­
tween language comprellension and production can be 
partly attributed to a speaker's sense of his social 
and cultural identity.61 
Summary 
This chapter has looked at the inner city Black 
child, his strengths and his weaknesses, real and supposed. 
It has described his language, basilect Black English, its 
phonology_and syntax, its origin and development, its social 
and cultural aspects. TIle rtdeficient or different" 
59James Sledd, "After Bidialectism, \Vhat?" English 
Journal (May 1973):770. 
60norothy Strickland, "Program for Linguistically 
Different Black Children., tf Research in the Teaching of 
English (Spring 1973):83-84. 
61Cr-oss, rreachin€~ in a ~lul·ticuJ.tural Societ~, p. 90. 
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controversy was examined. It has shown how the attitude 
toward Black English in the classroom is changing from one 
of disfavor to tolerance as an aspect of the child l s 
cultural heritage. The education needs of the inner city 
Black child as he expands his linguistic abilities and the 
education implications of that expansion in terms of the 
relationship of Black English to the teaching of reading 
will be developed in a later chapter. 
CHAPTER III 
THE BLACK LEAIlliING DISABLED CHILD 
Black or Wl1.ite?. 
The definition formulated by the National Advisory 
Commi'ttee on Handicapped Children in their annual report 
to Congress in 1968 speaks of a learning disability as a 
disorder in one or more of the basic psychological processes 
involved in understanding or using spoken or written 
languages n and excludes those disabilities which are due 
primarily to environmental disadvantage. l Was the intent 
of this definition to exclude Black children from receiving 
necessary services? Several studies showed that a dis­
propo~ionately high percentage of Black children have been 
diagnosed as mentally retarded and a disproportionately 
low percentage of Black children have been diagnosed as 
learning disabled. 2 Kealy found no significant difference 
INat~onal Advisory Commission on Handicapped Children, 
S ecial Education for Handicao ed Ch.ildren, Firs:t Annual Re­
port l·'ashington, D.C.: U.S. Department of flealth, Educa­
tion, and -Welfare, January 31, 1968). 
2David J. Franks, lIEthnic and Social Characteristics of 




in defined learning disability between children of above 
average and below average socio-economic status, but the 
difference in the rate of diagnosis between socia-economic 
groups was statistically significant in favor of children 
from higher socio-economic status homes. 3 Jensen found 
evidence that brain damage has a higher incidence in low 
socio-economic status groups in l"hich the mother's nutri ­
tion, prenatal care, and obstetrical practices are sub­
standard. 4 Others have suggested that if curriculum, 
tests, and teacher attitude were culturally relevant, far 
fewer students would probably be evaluated as needing 
special education. 5 However, neither view explains the 
disproportionate diagnostic placements sati.sfactorily. 
Diagnostic Instruments for the 
Culturally Disadvantaged 
Current diagnostic instruments have been criticized 
for their discriminatory bias in testing the intelligence 
3Jean Kealy and John McLeod, "Learning Disability and 
Socia-economic Status, n Joul"nal of Learning Disabilities 9 
(November ~976):596-599. 
4Arthur R. Jensen, "The Culturally Disadvantaged: 
Psychological and Educational Aspects," Educational Re­
search 10 (January 1968):4-20 
50~lando Taylor in "Cultural Diversit:n Symposiuni, II 




6of linguistic and culturally different children. The 
limitations of the Illinois Test of Psycholinguistic 
Abilities, which is used extensively to diagnose learning 
disabilities, have been recognized by its authors as well 
as by others who have reviewed its relevance for low socio­
economic status children and for Black children. 7 Neverthe­
1ess, its use is not' necessarily condemned. Waddel and 
Cahoon have suggested modifications in its use with chil ­
dren in the rural south. These modifications may be 
applicable when testing children in northern cities also: 
1 .• ) Use local norms. 
2. ) Scor'e specific factual items correct if tlley 
are demonstrably correct for the child being 
tested. 
3.) Adjust final/-sf rules to child's dialect patterns. 
6Ibid., p 562; and Nettie R. Bontel, et aI, t~angpa&e 
Characteristics of Black Children: Implications for 
Assessment, tJ Journal of School Psychology 11 (''linter 1973): 
351-364; and Diane li. Bryen, "Special Education and the Lin­
guistically Different Child,tt Exceptional Children 40 (May 
1974):589-599. 
73 • CarrOll, "Review of the ITPNtinThe Seventh Mental 
Measurements Yearbook o. Buros ed. (Highland Park, N.J.: 
Gryphon Press, 1972), pp. 818-824. Geraldine P. Wal1ac~ and 
Sharon C. GoldsmitI-1, "Language-based Learning Disabilities: 
Reading is Lan~uage Too," Journal of Learning Disabilities 
10 (March 1977):178-183. Samuel A. Kirk and Wi~ifred D. 
Kirk, Ps cholin uistic Learnin~ Disabilities: Diagnosis 
and Remediation Urbana, Illinois: University of Chicago 
Press, 1971), p. 98. 
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4.} Revise some items to minimize cultural factors 
not	 fundamental to psycholinguistic develop­
-8 
mente 
Although the definition of learning disability has 
been used to exclude culturally disadvantaged children 
from learning disability classes, it would seem to the 
writer of this paper that a disorder in one or more of the 
psychological processes involved in understanding or using 
spoken or written language could occur, at least as a 
secondary disability, in children who are retarded, emo­
tionally disturbed, o~ environmentally disadvantaged. 
Perhaps as diagnostic instrllments are improved, fe'Y'er 
Black children will be diagnosed as retarded; as teachers 
learn to respect their pupils and meet thei~ needs, some 
of the emotional disturbances of children in schools will 
be lessened; as socio-economic conditions improve and as 
teachers learn to appreciate the Black and other divergent 
cultures, environmental disadvantages will also lessen. 
Then the need to remediate true process disorders will be 
clear. 
8Kathleen J. Waddel and Delvin D. Haddel, "Comments 
on the Use of the ITPl\ \1ith CuJ.turally Depriv'ed 'Children in 
the Rural South," Perceptual and Motor Skills 31 (1970): 
56-58. 




Characteristics of the Black Learning Disabled Child 
Beyond the characteristics inherent in the definition, 
other characteristics, often exact opposites, are found in 
a significant number of learning disabled children. These 
include, TTllyperactivity, hypoactivity, lacl' of motivation, 
inattention, overattention, perceptual disorders (visual, 
auditory, tactual, or kinestheti,c), lack of coordination, 
perseveration, and memory disorders.,,9 
In addition to these usual characteristics, there 
are two others the writer of this paper believes to be of 
special significance for the Black child who is learning 
to ~ead. The first.is echolalia. It has been observed 
that the learning disabled cllild is often echolalic beyond
 
10
the time when it is expected. The writer has informally 
observed a kind of echolalic response in the Black culture, 
tile "synthesis ·of performer and audience" and the "continual 
rhythmic participation and feedback through aural punctua­
tion."ll Further development of this relationship would be 
an interesting study. 
9~. R. Gearheart, "Learning Disabilities," Educational 
Strategies (St. Louis: The C. V. Mosby Co., 1973), p. 10. 
10\varren H. Fay and Bruce V. Butler, "Echo'lalia, I. Q. 
and the Developmental Dichotomy of Speech and Language Sys­
temS,n Journal of Speech and Hearing Research 11 (1968):365­
371.
 
11H• Of Donnell, "Black Communicative Styles."
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The other charac~eristic which bears on the relation­
ship of Black learning disabled children and the teaching 
of reading is that of self-concept. The problem, well 
researched, need not be discussed here. 12 Its importance, 
however, will influence discussions in a later chapter. 
Language Disabilities 
"Learning disabled children have learning problems 
[including reading problems], and they also have language 
problems; the two very often seem inseparable.,,1 3 Some 
characteristics of language deficiencies, measured by 
standardized tests, are poor receptive vocabulary and low 
verbal expression. Other observable deficiencies are: 
inadequate comprehension of connected speech, errors in 
oral expression, and the inability to repeat seven to ten 
14word statements. ~rattingly suggests that "the core 
12For .a discussion of the problem as it relates to 
reading see: Nila B. Smith, "Some Basic Factors il~ Reading 
Difficulties," Reading Improveme~ 11 (Fall 1974):3-9. For a 
·discussion of its relation to Bl~cks and a survey of self­
concept tests, see Donald D. Hammill and Nettie R. Bartel, 
Teachin Children with LearniI and Behavior Problems (Boston: 
Allyn and Bacon, Inc., 1975 , pp. 129-131. 
13\'lallach, Language Based I,earning Activities, p. 180. 
14For tests to measure these, see: Elizabeth H. ""ing 
et ~l, nUse of English Morphology by High-Risk and Learning 
Disabled Children, n Journal of L~~arrling Disabilities 6 
(August 1973):457-465. 
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of the learning disability for some children is at the 
language-symbolic level f1 and "reading is a language activity 
of a special nature which strongly relies upon the phonologi­
cal (sounds), lexical (vocabulary), and comprehension sys­
tems already av~ilable to the child. 1S 
Dyslexia 
This term has many synonyms, used interchangeably. 
Perhaps its strict etymological definition best describes 
its use and misuse in education today: dys - ill, lexis ­
16
''ford. No definite diagnostic .criteria for developmental 
dyslexia has been established although some attempts have been 
made to hypothesize'conce~ningconstitutional factors. 
One proposition is that the inability to read may be 
genetically determined by crucial obstruction or lack in 
the brain center. Another is that the neural mechanisms 
involved in visual perception are weak or damaged by disease 
lSI. Mattingly, "Reading, The Linguistic Process and 
Linguistic '. Awareness, n in J. Kavanaugh and I. J.Iattingly, 
eds., Language by Ear and by Eye (Cambridge, Mass: M.I.T. 
Press, 1972). 
l6Elna Boder, "Developmental Dysle:'Cia: A Di:agnostic 
Screening Procedure Based on Three Characteristic Patterns 
of Reading and SpelliIlg, If in B. Bateman, ed. Learning Dis­
orders (Seattle: Special Child Publica'tiona, 1971), pp. 298­
342. Frank \Y. Fre'sllour? "Dysle.xia, A Stlre Cure, If Elementary 
English 51 (Summer 1974):864-865. 
